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ABSTRACT
This study investigates the representation of African American composers within
the solo vocal literature genre of classical music. Literature suggests the music of African
American composers is seldom taught in classical musical studies. The study explored
one publicly available college recital database from each U.S. geographical region
(Northeast, Midwest, South, West), which included listings of songs performed at each
recital. The researcher recorded the number of recitals including African American
composers and provided a numerical breakdown of song genres associated with African
American Americans that included African American arts songs, Spirituals, Blues,
Gospel, Jazz, and operatic arias. The number of represented composers was also recorded
according to their race (e.g., White, African American, Hispanic, Asian). 2,083 recitals
were examined in total and only 159 contained music written by African American
composers.
The results suggest songs by African American composers were severely
underrepresented and underutilized on the recital programs across the examined
colleges/universities in all regions included in the study. This study determined that
African American vocal music is currently not a part of the classical canon used to
instruct college students in music.
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It is generally acknowledged that the time is right to begin programming more
classical song repertoire by African American composers on college campuses and the
author will suggest steps that can be taken toward this end.
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
Systemic racism is deeply woven into the history of the United States of
America. There is a long record of suppression and racial degradation when one views
the lives of America's African descendants. Thomas Jefferson, a founding father of the
U.S., wrote in his Notes on the State of Virginia that African slaves are “more generally
gifted than whites (sic) with accurate ears for tune and time, and they have been found
capable of imagining a small catch. Whether they will be equal to the composition of a
more extensive run of melody, or of complicated harmony, is yet to be proved.”1 These
are some of the earliest words written to describe the music of African Americans in the
United States of America. Jefferson wrote this statement in the late 1700’s, and this
stigma is still present today in classical music.
This sub-par status was placed on people of color within every facet associated
with them. Despite the disadvantaged status of African Americans, some were able to
make gains within the arts. Many of the art forms associated with African Americans’
music received great prominence. This recognition is evident for popular forms such as
Blues, Hip-Hop, and Jazz. African Americans’ music has not received attention in the
classical musical arena in equal measure to that of Whites. There is a strong consensus
1

Alexander F. Chamberlain, “Thomas Jefferson’s Ethnological Opinions and
Activities,” American Anthropologist New Series 9, no. 3 (July-September 1907): 504

1

among African American composers who perceive that African Americans’ music within
the academy is not performed or revered as that of European descent. Music critic
William Robin writes that “African- American music is often relegated to special events
outside the main classical season, like Black History Month concerts or Martin Luther
King Jr. Day celebrations.2 In Robin’s interview with African-American composers, T.J.
Anderson states that, “We’ve been invisible.”3 Robin’s column reveals that many African
American composers feel as if they cannot escape the stigma that is associated with
African American composers regardless of age or compositional style.
Alex Ross writes:
The whiteness of classical music is, above all, an American problem. The racial
and ethnic makeup of the canon is hardly surprising, given European
demographics before the twentieth century. But, when that tradition was
transplanted to the multicultural United States, it blended into the racial hierarchy
that had governed the country from its founding.4
Ross states the Whiteness of classical music is an American problem due to the existing
White racial dominance that made non-Whites inferior in all areas of life to include
education. The institutions that trained classical musicians were inherently racist, and
many suffer today from the past practices of intentional racial debarment. Ross shares a
quotation from musicologist Anne Shreffler of Harvard University that admits to the
exclusionary practices of her famed institution of higher learning by stating the
2

William, Robin, “ Great Divide at the Concert Hall: Black Composers Discuss the
Role of Race,” The New York Times,
https://www.nytimes.com/2014/08/10/arts/music/black-composers-discuss-the-role-ofrace.html (accessed May 1, 2019).
3
Ibid
4
Alex, Ross, “ Black Scholars Confront White Supremacy in Classical Music,”
The New Yorker, https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2020/09/21/black-scholarsconfront-white-supremacy-in-classical-music (accessed April 1, 2021).
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following: “We relied on students showing up on our doorstep having had piano lessons
since the age of six.”5 Ross further explains that given the systemic inequality into which
many people of color are born, this “class-based implicit requirement” as Shreffler calls
it, becomes a covert form of racial exclusion.6
It is not a coincidence that Ross would quote a faculty member from an institution
as esteemed as Harvard University with a staunch past in racial and systematic practices
towards African Americans. Wilder confirms in his book Ebony and Ivory: Race,
Slavery, and the Troubled History of America’s Universities that the first five colleges in
the British American colonies- Harvard (established 1636), William and Mary (1693),
Yale (1701), Codrington (1745) in Barbados, and New Jersey (known today as Princeton
University, 1746) - were instruments of Christian expansionism, weapons for the
conquest of indigenous peoples, and major beneficiaries of the African slave trade and
slavery.7 These hallowed halls of higher education served as a template that fueled and
undergirded the American post-secondary education model for the colleges to come in
the newly established United States of America.
From the infancy of the higher education institution, there was no initial
commitment to the education of African Americans.8 The success of the colonial colleges
was tied directly to the advancement of slavery. Wilder reveals that higher education had
its greatest period of expansion throughout the Mid-Atlantic and New England as the
5

Ibid
Ibid
7
Craig Steven Wilder, Ebony and Ivory: Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History
of America’s Universities (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2013), 17.
8
John R. Thelin, A History of American Higher Education (Maryland: John
Hopkins University Press, 2004), 30.
6
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African slave trade peaked.9 It would be imperative for the slave system to remain intact
for the securement of the relatively new thriving colleges and universities. Colleges were
in the business of slaveholding, as most colleges held slaves on their respective
campuses. Dartmouth College was considered to be the largest slaveholder in the colony
and state of New Hampshire.10 The selling of slaves was so lucrative that it financed
campuses and swelled college trusts.11 The financial success ushered in new leadership as
slave holders became college presidents,12 and traders ultimately started deciding the
fates of colonial schools as slave traders and planters took guardianship over education.13
These developments caused the colonial college structure to align theology, science, and
politics to help aid the advancement of slavery in the colonies.
President Ezra Stiles of Yale is recorded giving a sermon that championed the
divineness of Whites because of their numerical growth in the Americas while
simultaneously provoking the curse of Ham on people of color.14 President Stiles further
reinforced his stance on people of color by stating that it was “God’s good providence”
for the vanishing of nonwhite individuals, and their nonexistence would alleviate any
remaining social injustices.15 This viewpoint gave credence to other scholars to seek to
define their respective fields through the lenses of White dominance and superiority. The
spread of beliefs of divine superiority grounded in Judeo-Christian theology on college

9

Craig Steven Wilder, Ebony and Ivory: Race, Slavery, and the Troubled History
of America’s Universities (New York: Bloomsbury Press, 2013), 70.
10
Ibid., 199
11
Ibid., 77
12
Ibid
13
Ibid., 75
14
Ibid., 177
15
Ibid
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campuses across the newly formed United States gave rise to academic disciplines
defining their respective subject areas with an inferiority framework intertwined to
demean nonwhites and protect the slavery system. This initiative took on various forms
and produced varying outcomes within academic subject areas, but it was very noticeable
in the science discipline.
Students from North America crafted a science that justified expansionism
and slavery- a science that generated broad claims to expertise over colored people and
thrived upon unlimited access to nonwhite bodies. 16 Many African Americans suffered at
the hands of practicing scientists who were looking for ways to substantiate their
superiority in race through analysis of subjected bodies. From this, the rise of scientific
racism developed and helped establish racial inferiority based on color in other areas of
society such as law.
The Whistelo Trial of 1808 provides an example of how the academy influenced
law policies around race to maintain a hierarchal color status.
The push for science that supported or established black (sic) inferiority was
important to the country as the number of black freedman (sic) increased in New
York, especially where gradual emancipation laws and manumission laws led to
large numbers of free working class blacks (sic) in the city. Without slavery to
define the relationship between whites (sic) and blacks and blacks (sic) and the
city, there needed to be an insitiution (sic) or system in place to continue defining
that relationship and hierarchy.17

16

Ibid., 182
Michaela, Greer, “On Trial: Racialized Science, Politics, and the University in the
1808 Whistelo Trial,” Columbia University and Slavery,
https://columbiaandslavery.columbia.edu/content/trial-racialized-science-politics-anduniversity-1808-whistelo-trial (accessed June 17, 2021).
17
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Scholars from the academy assisted in supporting the inferiority of African Americans by
aligning their viewpoints on race with science to further support their stances. Members
of Columbia faculty provided a testimony which was interpreted, implemented, and
directly affected the way in which race was to be understood.18 This court case outcome
established the precedent for race to be institutionalized through the influence of the
American college.
The adverse effect of this manifested later in court decisions such as Plessy vs.
Ferguson, where the United States Supreme Court ruled a law that implies merely a legal
distinction between White people and Black people was not unconstitutional.19 This
ruling allowed racial discrimination to become the uninhibited governing law of the land.
Here the inferior viewpoint, which was championed by the American university structure,
surfaced, and was used to defend the “separate but equal” decision of most of the
Supreme Court justices. Associate Justice Henry Billings Brown wrote that, “If one race
be inferior to the other socially, the Constitution of the United States cannot put them
upon the same plane.”20 Five of the nine justices ruling on this court case attended
Harvard or Yale University where both institutions pioneered and supported the slavery
system and the inferiority of African Americans. With such a definitive stance and
history in practice of slavery, it should not be overlooked that these schools’ ideology
around racism and equality bore effect on these justices and their rulings for maintaining

18

Ibid.,
“Plessy v. Ferguson,” History, last modified January 20. 2021, accessed June 18,
2021, https://www.history.com/topics/black-history/plessy-v-ferguson
20
Brian, Duignan, “Plessy v. Ferguson,” Encyclopedia Britannica
https://www.britannica.com/event/Plessy-v-Ferguson-1896 (accessed June 18, 2021).
19
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a social framework that operated based on racial inferiority as did the college professors
of the Whistelo Trial upheld 88 years prior.
The outcome of Plessy vs. Ferguson charted a dark path for the education of
African Americans in the United States, especially in the South. Most states created
separate schools for “Colored” students to attend which almost always meant that the
segregated schools were inferior in all aspects compared to White only schools. There
was a staunch movement to keep African Americans from attending White postsecondary schools. Northern schools enacted quotas that limited the number of Blacks
who could attend, and Southern schools strictly prohibited Blacks from attending colleges
and universities.21 After the abolishment of slavery up until the “fin de siècle,” many
colleges and universities sprang up for the purpose of educating African Americans
exclusively in a segregated setting. These institutions are now known and referred to as
Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCUs). While these establishments have
made a significant contribution to the American society through the noted, profound, and
prolific graduates, there is still a greater problem at play. Scholars have argued the
establishment of these campuses reflects Whites’ historical unwillingness to
accommodate students of color within their own higher education systems, but readiness
to help establish separate institutions for students of color that maintained a racially
segregated postsecondary education system.22 It would take the 1962 Presidential

21

Leslie, Harris, “The Long, Ugly History of Racism at American Universities,”
The News Republic, https://newrepublic.com/article/121382/forgotten-racist-pastamerican-universities (accessed June 23, 2021).
22
Samuel D. Museus, Maria C. Ledesma, and Tara L. Parker. “Racism and Racial
Equity in Higher Education,” ASHE Higher Education Report 42, no. 1 (December
2015): 50.
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Administration of John F. Kennedy to push legislation to integrate schools and finally
legally mandate the right of African Americans to have access to education.23 Even with
such great legislative measures, the college/university culture in America has been slow
and unreceptive to change from within. Many scholars are still highlighting the
inadequacies and exclusionary practices involving African American students, professors,
and administrators. Museus and his co-authors state the following:
Today, the remnants of this racist past have very real effects on current college
students. For example, some campuses in the South house a landscape that
includes statues and buildings in honor of Confederate Civil War heroes and
espoused segregationists, which are symbols that continue to send signals to
minoritized students that their racial subjugation is a celebrated element of these
institutions’ historical past.24
This analysis provides an outward view of the college/university landscape, but Beckie
Supiano reveals some more stark challenges of the post-secondary system from within by
highlighting a report conducted by U.S. Department of Education which found that 84%
of full-time faculty were Caucasian, while only 6% of full-time faculty were African
American.25 As the ranks rise in the higher education system, the minority presence
diminishes even greater. Supiano shares a study done by the American Council on
Education that addresses the lack of diversity in leadership. Results highlight that 90% of

23

Ramón A. Gutiérrez, “Higher Education and Equity: Historical Narratives,
Contemporary Debates,” Diversity and Democracy 16, no. 2 (Spring 2013): accessed
June 29, 2021, https://www.aacu.org/publications-research/periodicals/higher-educationand-equity-historical-narratives-contemporary
24
Samuel D. Museus, Maria C. Ledesma, and Tara L. Parker. “Racism and Racial
Equity in Higher Education,” ASHE Higher Education Report 42, no. 1 (December
2015): 26.
25
Beckie, Supiano, “Racial Disparities in Higher Education: an Overview,” The
Chronicle of Higher Education, https://www.chronicle.com/article/racial-disparities-inhigher-education-an-overview/ (accessed June 27, 2021).
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college presidents are Caucasian versus the 6% that are African American.26 These
findings expose that African Americans are oftentimes excluded from having a voice in a
very critical piece of higher education.27 Without a diverse makeup within the collegiate
system, many of these exclusionary practices will continue to perpetuate.
Classical music in America is an extension of the university/college system, as
most students seeking a career or training in classical music within the United States seek
a post-secondary institution to further develop their talents. Just as the American
college/university system has been resistant to change, so has American classical music.
Huizenga penned the title of his article for NPR with a question entitled “Why is
American Classical Music So White?” He highlighted a study in 2014 done by the
League of American Orchestras that stated that less than 2% of musicians in American
orchestras are African American and only 4.3% of conductors are Black, and composers
remain predominantly White as well.28 Huizenga notes that these ratios are skewed by
decades of institutional racial bias.29 Huizenga engaged seasoned music critic and
cultural historian Joseph Horowitz in a discussion to address the lack of African
American presence in classical music. Huizenga highlighted the known fact that Dvorák
advocated for African American compositions, especially the spiritual. Dvorák
proclaimed, “The future of this country must be founded upon what are called the Negro

26

Ibid.,
LaWanda Burns, “A Current Day Examination of Discrimination on College
Campuses: A Qualitative Study on the Factors that Lead to Perceived Racism in Higher
Education” (EdD diss., Missouri Baptist University, St. Louis, 2019), 30.
28
Tom, Huizenga, “Why Is American Classical Music So White?, “ NPR,
https://www.npr.org/sections/deceptivecadence/2019/09/20/762514169/why-is-americanclassical-music-so-white (accessed May 5, 2021).
29
Ibid.,
27
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melodies. This must be the real foundation of any serious and original school of
composition to be developed in the United States.”30 In other words, he was telling White
composers that their future was bound to the very people they enslaved and killed.31
Dvorák was a prolific European composer during the time when he made this statement
circa the 1890s but despite his heightened status, his reception and viewpoint were
received with mixed controversy because of the racial structure of the United States.32
According to reviews, Dvorák was scientifically categorized as a barbarian in Boston due
to the hierarchy of races with the Anglo Saxons presence on top, but contrastingly
heralded as an inspirational prophet because New York was a city of immigrants.33 This
revealed a ranking order that is at play within classical music based upon ethnicity and
race. Dvorák was a Slav, which was lower than an Anglo Saxon but higher than Native
Americans and African Americans.34 This pecking order existed in classical music within
Europe prior to being transplanted to the United States. The social and racial divide in the
United States was along the lines of color. Dvorák would be able to transcend his secondclass European status in the United States because of the strong racial divide among
colored and non-colored citizens whereas an African American composer could never
surpass the racial stigma associated with being African American in the United States
within classical music regardless of his or her prominence.
Horowitz lists composers R. Nathaniel Dett, William Grant Still, Florence Price,
and William Dawson who were African American and highly acclaimed for their
30
31
32
33
34

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
Ibid.,
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compositional work in 1930s but failed to maintain long-term recognition.35 Horowitz
definitively affirms that the obvious reason for these composers’ diminished presence and
success was that our institutions of classical music were racially biased.36 The second
reason Horowitz gives is that aesthetic of modernism, which prevailed in these decades,
was not comfortable with the vernacular.37 In essence, many composers believed that
African American music or music influenced by African ethnic sources drew too heavily
from vernacular sources. This premise supports and maintains the racial inferiority of the
college/university system, which is also woven into the identity of American classical
music, hence refuting musical sources outside of the European influence.
Music theorist and scholar Phillip Ewell addresses this issue of racial inferiority
within classical music by analyzing the practices observed in the present-day music
theory studies, which are primarily administered on college campuses. Music theory is
the foundation which classical music is built upon and is the universal training element
among all classically trained musicians. Ewell has observed that the music theory field
has tried to diversify with respect to race, yet the field today remains remarkably White
not only in terms of the people who practice music theory but also in the race of the
composers and theorists whose work the music theory field privileges.38 Ewell asserts
that the music theory field continues to operate from a historical precedent that leans
towards White composers and White practitioners of the field despite inward pushes to

35

Ibid.,
Ibid.,
37
Ibid.,
38
Phillip A. Ewell, “Music Theory and the White Racial Frame,” Music Theory
Online 26, no. 2 (September 2020): accessed April 1, 2021,
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html
36
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diversify membership and composers within the field of study. The Whiteness of the
Society for Music Theory has been a problem for the group because the composers who
are elevated within this discipline only reflect the majority and deflect other members’
personal racial identity. This is problematic across the entire field of classical music, as
there is little representation of minorities. The Society of Music Theory recognized this in
the 1990s and framed this problem as a “lack of diversity.”39 To address this problem,
the association formed the Committee on Diversity to increase the ethnic diversity of the
membership but was only able to increase the African American and Hispanic presence
from fewer than 2% to only 2.9%.40 Despite this initiative and the others employed, this
group was unable to increase the number of people of color within the organization.41
Ewell argues that the practices and framework that are in place within the field are the
reasons for low involvement of non-Whites. Without a de-framing and reframing of this
White racial frame, positive racial changes will not occur.42
Essentially, racism and inferiority are baked into the instruction that students
receive. Ewell discusses some of the tenants of the White racial frame that include
colorblindness, whitewashing, and the celebration of White racist composers within
classical music. These issues are problems that plague the very core of classical music
since all students are required to study music theory in addition to one’s major

39

Ibid.,
Jennie, Brown, “Annual Report on Membership Demographics,” The Society for
Music Theory.
41
Phillip A. Ewell, “Music Theory and the White Racial Frame,” Music Theory
Online 26, no. 2 (September 2020): accessed April 1, 2021,
https://mtosmt.org/issues/mto.20.26.2/mto.20.26.2.ewell.html
42
Ibid.,
40
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instrument. There is a need to investigate these effects within every facet of classical
music since music theory is a part of every genre within classical music.
This inquiry is dedicated to investigating the unequal representation of African
American composers within the solo vocal literature genre of classical music. The
repertoire that music educators select for their students is, in essence, their curriculum.43
There is strong documentation that demonstrates African American composers being
excluded within classical music circles. The investigator will explore four collegiate
publicly available recital archival databases. One college will be selected per each U.S.
geographical (Northeast, Midwest, South, West)44 region to record the number of recitals
that contain songs composed by African American composers comparatively against
recitals that programmed White, Asian, and Hispanic composers within the 20th/21st century time frame. The study also seeks to provide a numerical breakdown by
geographical region of song genre associated with African Americans that includes
African American arts songs, spirituals, Blues, Gospel, Jazz, and operatic arias. This
outlook will provide an insight into the study and curriculum within the solo vocal
literature field to determine if African American composers are being marginalized
within voice studios on college campuses across the nation.

43

David G. Stephenson, “An Investigation of Selected Collegiate Voice Teachers’
Descriptions of Repertoire Selection Practices” (PhD diss., University of South Carolina,
Columbia, 2013), 1.
44
“Census Regions and Divisions of the United States,” United States Census
Bureau, accessed July 14, 2021, https://www.census.gov/geographies/referencemaps/2010/geo/2010-census-regions-and-divisions-of-the-united-states.html
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVEIW
African American vocal music composers are primarily known for composing
two genres of song, the spiritual or the African American art song. Compositions are not
limited to these two categories. The spiritual is defined as a song whose source is derived
or inspired from African descendent slaves. The African American art song is categorized
as a song that is accompanied with piano that is influenced by poetry or some literary
idea. Most African American composers use poetry written by African American poets,
but songs are not limited to African American poets. Some have set the text of White
poets such as Emily Dickinson, Lord Byron, and Walt Whitman.45
There are numerous sources of information that describe and advocate for the
vocal music of African Americans. Daryll Taylor points out in his article The
Importance of Studying African-American Art Song, that there needs to be a concentrated
effort from performers and teachers of singers alike to engage in this music to ensure its
synthesis.46 Taylor speaks to the lack of inclusion of the African American art song
among mainstream American art song collections. He states, “Additionally, song
collections popularly available and used by teachers of singing have paid little attention
to the contributions of Black composers to art song. A survey of twenty-seven song
45

Daryl Talyor, “The Importance of Studying African-American Art Song,” The
Journal of Singing 54, no. 3 (January-February 1998): 10
46
Ibid, 10
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collections reveals only two African-American composers, William Grant Still and
George Walker (b. 1922).”47 He also states, “Although there are a number of festivals in
this country devoted to art song performance, the works of African-Americans are rarely,
if ever, considered for performance.”48 In both instances Taylor attempts to quantify the
usage of African American art songs. He successfully quantifies the lack of inclusion of
African American art songs by viewing twenty-eight song selections of American art
songs and only discovering two African American composers out of twenty-eight
collections. In the latter instance, Taylor just states that African American works are
underperformed due to a lack of consideration. It is understood that Taylor is seeing this
trend as he travels and performs across the world, but his statement is anecdotal at best.
This observation suggests that there is a need to quantify the underperformance of
African American art songs as Taylor was able to measure the lack of African American
composers included in American art song anthologies.
Jenifer Odom Ciobanu identifies the same problem as Daryll Taylor with African
American art song literature by citing voice teacher and scholar Willis Patterson as he,
too, examined eight American song anthologies containing one hundred thirty-nine
American art songs composed by more than eighty different American composers,49 only
four of which were African-American.50 Ciobanu also cites pianist and composer Wallace
Cheatham who says, “ It is possible for one to spend an entire career as a music student in
47

Ibid, 10
Ibid, 10
49
Willis C. Patterson, comp., Anthology of Art Songs by Black Composers (New
York: Edward B. Marks Music Company, 1977), VII.
50
Jennifer Odom Ciobanu, “The wider view”: Engaging a new generation of singers
through African-American art song” (DMA diss, University of North Texas, Denton,
2010), 11
48
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an American university and never hear or even come in contact with an art song or a
piece in any other genre written by an African American.”51 Ciobanu presented the views
of two notated scholars within the field of African American vocal literature. Patterson
was able to provide an assessment based upon numerical data. Cheatham made an
affirmative assessment based upon his experience within the field. Neither scholar was
able to address the performance of African American vocal music. Having data that
highlight the lack of performance of this art form would strengthen the defense for the
need of inclusion.
The African American art song has gained standing scholarship, but according to
literature written around the genre, scholars seem to suggest that performance of this song
style is stagnant. Nicole Sonbert dedicated her DMA document to the promotion of
African American art songs. She created an anthology that promotes the use of this art
form for developing singers. In establishing her reasons for doing so she states,
“Traditional college repertoire classes tend to focus on a narrow canon of music that is
derived primarily from Western European classical music. Teachers and students should
be challenged by new and diverse repertoire.”52 Sonbert agrees with earlier scholars who
note the exclusion of African American vocal music composers. Unlike the mentioned
works, Sonbert provides a scope for the number of African American composers working
within the field as she quotes Willis Patterson’s Second Anthology of Art Songs by Black
American Composers. Patterson States that, “these names represent only a small fraction
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of the over 600 black (sic) American composers who are busily adding to our rich
American cultural heritage in music. A significant proportion of their vocal writing is in
the form of the art song!”53 This statement quantifies the omission of African American
composers being excluded from the mainstream American art song canon. With such a
vast number of active composers engaging in African American art song composition,
one would expect to see a greater record of African American vocal music in the
mainstream American vocal literature.
The spiritual is one of the oldest African American vocal contributions to the
United States of America. Spirituals began as a folk music tradition and were later
developed into concert music for performance.54 It is important to note that spirituals are
a distinctly American contribution, that originated in the United States. 55 Spirituals
represent the fusion of the cross-section between African slaves and the White dominant
American culture. Barbara Steinhaus- Jordan prepared an interpretive guidelines
document for studio teachers seeking to provide detailed instruction for the spiritual
entitled Black Spiritual Art Song: Interpretive Guidelines for Studio Teachers. Jordan
used the term Black spiritual art song to refer to the art form of spirituals. Art songs and
spirituals are two separate categories of songs and should not be referenced
interchangeably. Jordan notated that those within higher learning institutions with Black
leadership within the voice faculty and/or those who stress musicology in voice studio
53
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were more likely to report regular use of Black spiritual repertoire.56 Spirituals are highly
less likely to be disseminated among voice students without the presence of an African
American voice instructor. African Americans represent a small portion of those who
practice and perform within the classical genre. Without other races performing
spirituals, the promotion and synthesis of the art form will remain stagnant. This exposes
the need for a study that assesses the status of spirituals being utilized in studios of
classical singing.
African American spirituals represent one of our nation’s great cultural gifts to the
world. Numbering more than 6,000 examples, they remain one of the largest bodies of
American folk song to reach the twenty-first century.57 Despite being one of the largest
bodies of American folk song, spirituals are underrepresented within the cannon of
classical music. Plant states that spirituals occupy an important place in the matrix of
American music, and yet since World War II it appears whites (sic) have chosen not to
perform them.58 The period after World War II ushered a racial awareness against
segregation and backlash from entities within the United States resisting social change.
Many non-African Americans intentionally or unconsciously avoided items and issues
pertaining to African Americans. Civil Rights leader Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. stated
that there was a stigma associated with Black people and everything associated with them
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within America that transcended across the world.59 The devaluing of spirituals seems to
be an American problem according to Plant. He expresses that the world enjoys African
American solo spirituals everywhere, but American singers in the last half century have
found fewer occasions to sing or record.60 Plant suggests that this may be due in part to
the troubled racial history of the American performing stage, especially in shadow of
blackface minstrelsy, and the larger realm of a nation struggling mightily with its racial
legacy.61 Plant, along with other scholars alike, is observing this within the field of
classical music. Despite this scar, academics like Plant continue to push for the
inclusion of African American vocal music.
The non-inclusion of spirituals seems to be a problem at both ends of the
performance spectrum as Plant expresses his observation in the following: “In my nearly
half-century in music, I have heard hundreds of solo vocal recitals of almost every type.
Except for some of my own students, I hardly ever have heard a white (sic) student or
professional solo vocalist sing a solo African American spiritual on the recital stage.”62
The author conducted a personal query to quantify the inclusion of spirituals by searching
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ninety-five titles on CD Now’s website and only found two spirituals listed which were
on two separate Christmas CDs.63
Plant affirms that “Unlike Gershwin’s opera, Porgy and Bess, there is no
controlling directive from any composer’s estate suggesting that solo spirituals are only
for blacks (sic) to sing on stage; nevertheless, it seems that way.”64 Spirituals are not
exclusively written for African Americans to perform but are written to express the
perspective of the African American experience. This gives assurance for non-African
Americans to program spirituals in conjunction with the standard repertoire within the
canon of classical vocal music. Plant submits that singing spirituals can create a pathway
to understanding our nations’ racial legacy through sharing the joys, pains, and sorrows,
while not painfully forgetting or fearfully ignoring them.65 The author provides a solid
backdrop for the need to further investigate the quantity of the inclusion of spirituals
within the standard body of vocal music to determine if Plant’s observations are subject
to his personal experiences or are indeed problematic across the field.
Rosephanye Dunn-Powell has also devoted time to writing and instructing on the
spiritual. In her article The African-American Spiritual: Preparation and Performance
Considerations she offers a different perspective for the performance of solo spirituals.
She writes that, “In recent years, the performance of solo spirituals has transcended race
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as spirituals are performed more frequently by singers of diverse races and cultures.”66
Unlike many of the other scholars of spirituals, Dunn-Powell has seen an uptick of
spiritual performances by a varied group of singers in respect to race and culture. This
increase in the performance of spirituals may not be substantial. Dunn-Powell, too,
encourages singers and voice teachers of all races to consider spirituals and not fall privy
to only looking for spirituals to be performed by African Americans.
Randye Jones authored a book that is dedicated to the study of the spirituals
which is entitled So You Want to Sing Spirituals: A Guide for Performers. This work
provides a wholistic study around the art form of the spiritual to include topics such as
vocal health and voice science. Jones immediately addresses the concern about spirituals
being included in the classical canon by exposing the century-long debate about whether
the spiritual is a viable source for composition and performance on the concert stage.67
Just as other scholars have notated, Jones, too, points to a snubbing of non-European
sources within classical music. There is some pessimism within the field that questions
the acceptance of spirituals within the classical cannon. This observation is supported by
Jones’ review of collegiate vocal programs. Jones asserts that until recent years, it is
common for a student to complete vocal training through the undergraduate level and
beyond without being exposed to spirituals written for concert performance by composers
of any race.68 One should note that spiritual compositions are not absolutely reserved for
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African Americans. There are composers who engage and write in the style of spiritual
outside of the African American race. Jones has seen attention around the spiritual grow
in terms of standard vocal anthologies, music recordings, and vocal competitions.69
Jones joins the consensus of academics that denote blunt avoidances of White
vocalists performing solo concert spirituals throughout the first century of the art form.70
The author revealed that White singers such as Oscar Seagle helped established spirituals
in concert repertoire as they programed them on recitals early on after the publishing of
H. T. Burleigh’s arrangement of Deep River in 1916.71 This practice declined with
African Americans and White singers alike but never rejuvenated among White singers.72
Jones investigated the Spirituals Database to determine the current state of concert
spirituals performance by singers who are not part of the African diaspora. She conducted
her investigation in mid-2018 and reviewed 1,414 tracks on compact disc or streamed
formats since 2005 which represented 28 percent of the total tracks listed in the database
at that time.73 Only ninety-five of the reviewed tracks were recorded by non-Black
singers which represented less than .7 precent. 74 These findings illuminate that there are
still few White singers performing spirituals. Jones addresses some of the apprehensions
that White singers may face when considering performing spirituals. The first perception
addressed is that African Americans discourage Whites from singing spirituals because of
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the concern that the songs are not given the respect they deserve.75 Jones discusses how
blackface minstrels in the early nineteenth century used African American folk sources
along with spirituals to portray African Americans as ignorant and inferior. Although
black minstrels’ popularity abated, the stigma surrounding the music associated with the
minstrel shows did not. This besmirchment is still at play in classical music, especially in
the genre of opera. Jones provides a quotation by famed Metropolitan Opera soloist Betty
Allen who states:
“Thank God, I never had to sing Bess. I never had to sing Aida. I was really
against the typical casting that had nothing to do with your voice, or your type,
but just to do with your dark skin. What’s that?” Allen’s sigh not only indicates
relief at avoiding what some African Americans singers call the “Porgy and Bess
curse” but also points to the larger issue of racialized-casting in opera. In 1985,
when the Metropolitan Opera mounted a fiftieth-anniversary production of Porgy
and Bess, the employment rate of African American singers rose to 25 percent,
compared to only 2 percent in the 1970-71 opera season. In 1989, when Porgy
and Bess was not produced, the employment rate dropped to 14 percent.76
This indicates that many African Americans are not considered for roles that do not
involve a specified dark-skinned person. Since opera is steeped in the classical music
tradition, many composers of opera did not even consider writing roles expressively for
singers of the darker hue due to the art form being mostly limited to Europe. When opera
was transplanted to America, many composers continued in the practice of European
composers and did not consider the current racial makeup of the existing society in which
they worked and lived. This further diminished opportunities for African Americans
which in turn dampens the music of African Americans being portrayed and performed.
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Jones provides a reliable source for non-African American singers who are
pondering the performance intent of concert spirituals by quoting the father of the genre.
Harry T. Burleigh states that,
So long as these songs remained in their primitive form, they were available only
to Negro singers. In their present form they are available to all singers- they are
given to the world. The depth of harmonic effects, which had been added, is of
universal quality which lifts them from the Negro as his peculiar property and
gives them to the public at large.77
Burleigh clearly clarifies that the intent of his compositions was to make this genre
accessible to a world which would exclude racial identities. The intent of performing
spirituals should be placed on artistic principles. In preparing them, one may study the
culture around which the song is derived and is portraying, but no emphasis should be
placed on the racial identity of the composer.
Secondly, Jones addressed the concern of cultural perceptions. Jones relays that
there is the perception that non- Blacks cannot sing spirituals because they are not
equipped with the “voice” to be able to sing spirituals.78 Jones shares the insight of famed
singer George Shirley in the following quote.
Even in these enlightened times, there are many who think every black (sic) man
can sing in tune and dance with rhythm. Let me set the record straight: there are a
few of us who have tin ears and two left feet! But if not all blacks (sic) are
musically blessed, we do claim a unique Afro-American heritage. The voice
teacher Ida Franca maintains that a black (sic) singer frequently can develop
greater range than others and may possess a natural voice that is “especially rich,
flexible and beautiful.” I am inclined to believe it more a question of development
77
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through correct teaching than ethnic endowment; to my knowledge, no scientific
evidence exists that the black (sic) throat or head cavities and vocal cords are so
different from the white (sic). . .. This is my point: blacks, (sic) like everyone else,
must learn to master their gifts.79
No vocal science supports African Americans’ having different vocal apparatuses from
their singing peers. This statement points back to singer instruction as Shirley places the
emphasis on singer preparation and development. A singer must master the art of singing
wholistically and not compartmentalize their development to sing the spiritual. Certain
nuances and dialect considerations may vary from the standard vocal literature but the
vocal approach to singing these songs remains the same.
Jones conducted a survey to determine how the spiritual is viewed among those
who consider themselves a voice student, professional singer, voice teacher/vocal coach,
singer as an avocation, retired/inactive singer, vocal accompanist, musician in some other
capacity or a composer of solo vocal music. Jones revealed that only 3.9% of
respondents were introduced to spirituals through a vocal teacher or coach.80 Over 95%
percent of the respondents were not introduced to spirituals through a vocal teacher. This
response supports the claims of prior mentioned scholars who voice concerns around the
spiritual being excluded from the canon of vocal literature. Without the vocal studio
teachers’ expanding their students’ repertory, the spiritual will remain outside of the
canon and students will complete vocal programs void of exposure to this large body of
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work thus stifling the synthesis of this genre. Participants were asked how easy it is
currently to locate the spirituals you want to study. Fifty-four percent stated that it was
somewhat easy to locate the spirituals that they desire to study.81 This is a strong
indicator that vocal scores of spirituals are not hard to obtain to disseminate among
students and vocal teachers. Despite many saying that spirituals were easily accessible,
Jones asked if spirituals were a regular part of your recordings. Fifty-two percent
responded that with a no.82 This proposes that spirituals are not worthy or accepted to be
presented on professional recordings. Scholars have acquiesced that spirituals were
disproportionally underrepresented on professional recordings. Without voice students’
receiving training and exposure from the vocal studio, especially at the collegiate level,
this art form will continue to remain stagnant.
Participants were asked “To what percentage of your current students have you
introduced at least one (1) Negro Spiritual?”83 The largest response reported was 25% or
less.84 This proposes that only a fourth of voice students at best are being exposed to the
spirituals, thus omitting the spiritual from the vocal music canon. In conclusion, the intent
of usage and acknowledgment around spirituals was relatively high among respondents.
There was a strong census that thought the art form was of value and needed to be shared
with all students regardless of race and ethnicity. However, this survey disclosed that the
application of the spiritual and its practical use is stagnant despite the perceived
heightened awareness around the subject. Jones’s survey demonstrates the need to
81
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investigate the collegiate voice studios and determine the frequency of spirituals on
recital programs.
Stephens and Helton co-authored an article that addresses concerns around the
performance of African American vocal music entitled Diversifying the Playing Field:
Solo Performance of African American Spirituals and Art Songs by Voice Students from
All Racial Backgrounds. This article was written to further promote the performance of
African American spirituals and arts songs and offer a direct response from collegiate
voice students, voice teachers, vocal coaches, and professional singers by discussing
responses from the “The African American Art Song Survey.”85 Two hundred twenty
respondents gave responses about their perspectives on performing African American
classical vocal music from varying racial backgrounds. One fourth of the participants
were African American and three-fourths identified as White. More than sixty percent
said that they had never received any instruction on singing African American art song or
spiritual in their private or institutional voice studio, but almost eighty-seven percent said
they desired to perform this literature.86 This implies that African American vocal music
is being omitted from the instruction of voice teachers. There is a need to evaluate the
current repertoire that students are performing in voice studios at the collegiate level to
determine and quantify the impact of the exclusion of African American composers from
the classical cannon.
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Stephens and Helton state:
Because of this initial exclusion, these works never gained entrance into the
traditional canon in higher education and beyond. The current sensitivity to race
in the performance of art songs and spirituals by African American composers
stems from our nation’s history of slavery on the one hand and the legacy of
nineteenth century minstrelsy and its stereotyping and mocking of African
Americans on the other. 87
Stephens and Helton acknowledged that the United States’ racial past prohibited the
inclusion of African American vocal music into the classical cannon. These authors also
affirm that some of these prejudices are still at play within the university system. The
researchers visited three state universities with varying demographics within student and
faculty populations to gauge responses from Stephens and Helton’s lecturer recitals and
master classes on African American vocal music.
The first university located in the Midwest was comprised of an all-White faculty
and student populations from a non-urban background. The investigators sensed that the
receptivity level was high and felt that the students wanted to learn and explore. Stephens
and Helton believe that this atmosphere was fostered due in part to the faculty members’
willingness to lead by example in performing and assigning pieces from this repertoire to
their students.88
The second university was also in the Midwest but contained an almost evenly
divide of African American and White students as well as faculty members. Here,
students were perceived to be very open and well informed; perhaps due to the level of

87
88

Ibid., 166
Ibid.,

28

cultural diversity the student body experiences as a matter of daily life it seemed as if
these students were much more aware of the complexity surrounding the topic.89 African
American and White students were able to share their perspectives around preparation
and interpretations of their performances of the pieces in a healthy and open dialogue that
was deemed supportive of each other. In the end, the group concluded that the emotional
truths of music and poetry were universal, and that conveying those truths were much
more important than the singer’s outward appearance or perceived cultural background.90
These outcomes were attributed to the invested and diverse faculty members.
The third university was in the deep South and consisted of a balanced racial
makeup of students with a non-urban base, but the faculty were all White. The
investigators noticed that the students were very willing to engage in the lecture, but
students were not as skilled as prior students regarding cultural and artistic nuances.91
Authors noted that faculty members demonstrated a general unwillingness to broach the
issue of crossing the color barricade within their students’ performance. This lack of
engagement resulted in negative outcomes as the master classes and performances were
insufficiently attended along with students performing pieces that were not race
specific.92 The authors concluded that the still complex culture surrounding race relations
in the deep South, with a reluctance on the part of the faculty to promote or even broach
issues that were being discussed, presented barriers that the investigators had not
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previously experienced.93 The study identified the role of the instructor in providing a
setting where sensitive issues such as race could be explored and discussed. An
unwillingness to promote diversity dampened the students’ willingness to explore songs
that are generally not accepted within the classical cannon. However, the opposite effect
was observed when faculty members prepped and fostered discussions around race and
perceptions at the previous institutions. This study reveals the need for faculty training
around inclusion and diversity within the arts.
John Dalton conducted a study entitled An Analysis of Programming Patterns of
Undergraduate Solo Vocal Recitals as Found in Selected Educational Institutions for the
Academic Years 1964-65 through 1974-75 which examined the programming pattern of
undergraduate solo vocal recitals. In doing so, Dalton reviewed 2,224 recital programs
from 30 Midwestern colleges/universities.94 He reported that spirituals comprised .3% of
his findings which equates to only 104 songs out of the 29,788 songs that were
examined.95 The genre of art song was found to be the one most performed, but there was
no mention of African American art song.
Dalton’s study was completed in 1980, and scholars since then have been
advocating for the inclusion of African American vocal music. Despite one academic
seeing an increase in the performance of spirituals, most agree that vocal music of
African Americans is severely underperformed. Dalton’s study reveals a need to
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determine the current use of African American vocal music on college campuses as his
study viewed recital programs from the years 1964-1975.
Despite the individual views of each writer, all highlighted that African American
vocal music is not widely performed and taught within the classical discipline. Each
contribution suggests the need for a current assessment of the practice and programming
habits of college studios today about presenting vocal music of African American
composers.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODS AND RESULTS
To ensure adequate geographical coverage, the collected data included one school
per geographical region. The geographical regions (Northeast, Midwest, South, West)96
were determined by the 2010 U.S. Census which grouped states into regions according to
their location within the United States. Geographical regions were included to determine
if location affected the programming of African American vocal music due to the racial
history of certain regions within the U.S. such as the South which historically practiced
legalized segregation until the late 1960’s.
Series of internet searches identified universities/colleges across the nation with a
school of music, that also, crucially, hosted a database of recital recordings with the
necessary metadata. The resulting list was sorted into university/colleges by state. Once
a recital database was identified, the procedure was repeated for the next geographical
region until each region contained an identifiable school with an archival recital database.
Schools without online recital archival databases were not included in this study. Recital
databases that did not contain viewable pdfs of recital programs were not considered.
This study was limited to four schools due to accessibility of archival recital repositories.
Unfortunately, there is no standardization in the way recital databases or recordings are
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preserved and reported. It is recommended to study more recital repositories as they
become more readily available. This study was done in response to societal issues and
current world views to offer a present snapshot of African American composers within
the classical music vocal cannon.
The college selected to represent the Northeastern region is a private institution
with an enrollment of 400 music students. The Midwestern region university is a public
institution and is attended by 500 enrolled music students. The Southern region university
is private with a school of music enrollment of 220 students. The Western region
university is a public institution, touting an average music student enrollment of 750
students.
During the next step, the researcher examined the available metadata across recital
databases and selected the relevant recitals. This study examines solo vocal recitals only.
Recitals including chamber groups and ensembles were excluded at this stage of the
study. The first known African American solo vocal piece was published in 1916 by
Harry T. Burliegh97 and this date was used as a starting point for inclusion. Since the
inclusion of African Americans composers was the primary focus, 1916 made sense as a
chronological lower bound for the study. Any composer whose life ended or extended
beyond the year of 1916 was considered. Recitals including composers whose death
preceded 1916 were excluded from the study. Solo recitals from undergraduate,
graduate, faculty, and guest artist categories were considered. The recital category was
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recorded but it was not reported in the results. The following categories were recorded:
private/public, and region. The following categories were tallied:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

The number of individual African American Composers
The total number of individual White Composers
The total number of individual Hispanic Composers
The sum of individual Asian Composers
Total number of Vocal Recitals
The sum of recitals that included African American composers
Counts of recitals that contained Spirituals
Counts of recitals that contained Blues
Counts of recitals that contained Gospel
Counts of recitals that contained Jazz
Counts of recitals that contained R&B
Counts of recitals that contained arias written by African American composers

The Midwestern sample was studied first. As seen in Figure 3.1, out of 539 recitals
examined, only 60 recitals contained literature written by African American composers.
Approximately, 90% of the examined recitals did not contain vocal music written by an
African American.
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Figure 3.1 Recitals Containing African American Composers in the
Midwest
The racial identity of the listed composers was researched. Every composer’s race was
correctly identified prior to being counted. Each composer was counted one time and
categorized by their respective race. The results show that the White composers heavily
outnumbered all minority composers who were underrepresented in each racial group.
Five hundred twenty-nine White composers were programmed while 37 African
Americans composers were utilized, followed by 31 Hispanic composers, and 18 Asian
composers.
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Figure 3.2 Composer Racial Makeup in Midwestern Recital Programs

African American Song Genre Representation
on Midwestern Recital Programs
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Figure 3.3 African American Song Genre Representation on Midwestern
Recital Programs
Figure 3.3 includes a breakdown of compositions by African American composers into
genres to identify the percentage song genres associated with African Americans as a
proportion of total recitals. Bar graph in figure 3.4 indicates spirituals outnumbered other
genres, but it should be noted that White composers also contributed to the art form,
36

although spirituals by White composers were not included in the final tally. White
composers may, therefore, possibly, exert some influence on recital participants selecting
a spiritual to perform on their recital.

African American Song Genre Breakdown
on Midwestern Recital Programs
60
50
40
30
20
10
0
African
American
artsongs

Spirituals

Blues

Jazz

R&B

African
American
arias

Gospel

Figure 3.4 African American Song Genre Breakdown on Midwestern
Recital Programs
The Western university recital repository metadata was examined next. Out of
392 vocal recitals examined, only 17 recitals included vocal music written by African
American composers. As seen in figure 3.5, less than 5% of all recitals contained songs
written by African Americans.
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Figure 3.5 Recitals Containing African American Composers in the West
African American composers were the least programmed out of all races of composers
included in the recital programing. Three hundred forty-five composers were
programmed across 392 recitals. Out of the remaining 4% of the recitals, 17 African
American, 33 Hispanic, and 27 Asian composers were programmed. As seen in figure
3.6, these numbers translate into a mere 4% African American composer presence within
the vocal literature performed in these recitals.
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Figure 3.6 Composer Racial Makeup in Western Recital Programs
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Figure 3.7 African American Song Genre Representation on Western
Recital Programs
More detailed genre examination in figures 3.7 and 3.8 shows that spirituals were among
the most performed, and Blues, Gospel, and arias the least performed vocal literature.
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Figure 3.8 African American Song Genre Breakdown on Western Recital
Programs
The university located in the Southern region was the third examined school.
Out of the 321 examined recitals, only twenty-four recitals contained songs composed by
African Americans. As seen in figure 3.9, only 7% of the total recitals included music
composed by African American composers.
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Figure 3.9 Recitals Containing African American Composers in the South
Results in figure 3.10 reveal that 191 White composers were selected while 18 African
American composers were programmed along with 18 Hispanics, and 3 Asians.

Composer Racial Makeup in Southern Recital
Programs
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Figure 3.10 Composer Racial Makeup in Southern Recital Programs
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Genre breakdown in figures 3.11 and 3.12 indicates that the spirituals were among the
most performed genres at 6% (21 songs), followed by Gospel at 1% (3 songs) and
African American art songs at 1% (5 songs).
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Figure 3.11 African American Song Genre Representation on Southern
Recital Programs
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Figure 3.12 African American Song Genre Breakdown on Southern
Recital Programs
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The university located in the Northeast region was the last school to be examined.
Out of 831 recitals viewed, only 58 of them included songs written by African American
composers. As seen in figure 3.13, these numbers translate into a mere 7% of recitals that
included African American vocal works.

Recitals Containing African American
Composers in the Northeast
7%

Total Recitals
Recitals that contained
African American Composers
N=831

93%

Figure 3.13 Recitals Containing African American Composers in the
Northeast
This university contained the highest number of programmed African American
composers by a small margin. As seen in figure 3.14, African American composers were
still underrepresented, comprising less than 10% of programmed composers that were
selected on recital programs at that institution. Totals included 591 White, 54 African
American, 34 Hispanic and 6 Asian composers.
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Figure 3.14 Composer Racial Makeup in Northeastern Recital Programs
As seen in figures 3.15 and 3.16, this institution programmed the highest variety of song
genres that are associated with African Americans. An aria written by an African
American composer was found within this repository. This was the only such occurrence
among the four schools included in this study. Spirituals were, again, the most performed
genre, followed by Jazz, African American art songs, R&B, Blues and Gospel.
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Figure 3.15 African American Song Genres Representation on
Northeastern Recital Programs
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Figure 3.16 African American Song Genre Breakdown on Northeastern
Recital Programs
The study included a total of 2,083 recitals across the four institutions.
Cumulatively, only 159 recitals of the 2,083 contained songs written by African
American composers.
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Figure 3.17 Cumulative Total of Recitals including African American
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Figure 3.18 Overall Region Comparison
As shown in figure 3.18, these results clearly show that African American vocal
music is underrepresented on college recital programs. African American composers
comprised less than 10% of all recitals viewed and no individual school surpassed 10% of
their programmed selections containing African American composers. Figure 3.18 shows
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that there was not a great discrepancy among the different regions, only minor variations.
It was presumed that the Southern region school would program the least amount of
African American vocal music due to the racial history of the South. Figure 3.18 reveals
that the Western region included the smallest amount of African American composers.
Results in figure 3.18 suggest pervasive failure to program vocal music composed by
African Americans.
Ninety percent of vocal music students will not have performed a single vocal
work written by an African American composer. Most performers’ choice of repertoire is
based upon the collegiate foundation they received. Unless an intervention occurs, many
students will continue to perpetuate the same practices observed from their collegiate
experiences.
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CHAPTER 4
CONCLUSION
Scholars of African American art song and spirituals both suggest that the
performance of these genres was stagnant and excluded from the traditional canon.98
Through the examination of college vocal recital programs, this study has revealed that
African American vocal music is extremely underperformed and underutilized on college
campuses throughout the United States. This finding was substantiated in every
geographical region. Each region’s school demonstrated low engagement with the music
of African American composers. As noted earlier, the Northeast region’s college had the
greatest number of African American composers represented, but all school recitals
revealed that 90% or more of the programmed repertoire excluded African American
composers. Recital and composer measurements show that the classical voice arena is
still bound by the racial hierarchy that existed when the art form was transplanted to the
Americas. Just as the initial college structure was exclusionary, the classical voice genre
is upholding the same practices by excluding and limiting the presence of African
American composers within the existing canon of vocal literature.
The study also illuminates a need for discussions with collegiate voice studio
teachers since students program their recital repertoire in cooperation with their applied

Emery Stephens and Caroline Helton, “Diversifying the Playing Field: Solo
Performance of African American Spirituals and Art Songs by Voice Students from All
Racial Backgrounds,” Journal of Singing 70, no. 2 (November/December 2013): 166.
98
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teacher. Many voice instructors are not fostering a balanced vocal repertory where
students are being exposed to the full gamut of classical vocal music offerings. Since the
study included faculty performed recitals, it appears that faculty members also fail to
include music by African American composers in their own vocal programming. It is
highly important for singing teachers to lead by example and foster inclusivity among
their students. Literature shows that most voice teachers focus on small portions of the
classical canon and the current examination of recital programs reveals that many
instructors teach few songs outside of the standard classical repertoire.99 This practice is
detrimental not only to African American composers but also to composers of new music
in general, as very few new compositions are performed and even fewer are included in
the standard repertoire. Voice teachers need to become more receptive to new music in
general.
Secondly, voice teachers should consider engaging with music from the
underrepresented populations. Doing so allows all groups to be represented and will help
ensure that the classical art form of singing will continue to thrive and remain inclusive.
Diverse perspectives enrich the arts, and music as an art form is sustained by the
inclusion of talented composers of all races. An investigation of operas written by
African Americans should be pursued and recommendations for implementation should
be offered. Only one African American written operatic aria was identified among over
2,000 recital programs.

Nicole Sonbert, “Evaluating Appropriate Repertoire for Developing Singers: An
African-American Art Song, Anthology” (DMA diss., University of Kentucky,
Lexington, 2018), 8.
99
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Leaders at some colleges and universities are aware of the challenges facing
classical music and understand the need for inclusivity in the arts. For instance, the
University of Michigan requires all voice students at undergraduate and graduate level to
sing a certain minimum number of songs by African American composers. More
institutions should take bold measures such as this to ensure that students are being
exposed to a holistic offering of classical music vocal repertoire. Several institutions
offer courses on African American art songs to foster awareness. Princeton University
offers one such course on African American art song.
Purchasing African American vocal scores can be challenging as they are
frequently out of print or not available for purchase through standard publishers. This is
mostly true for older African American composers’ repertoire. However, new websites
exclusively designed for selling music by African American composers such as
Videmus.org have improved score availability. Research databases such as the Composer
Diversity Database offer a searchable listing of African American composers’ repertoire
and their personal websites. Genre-specific websites such as the Spiritual Database
which focus on a singular song style exist as well. Some music publishing companies
offer queries of their website using categories such as Black composers or African
American composers. Multiple searches have unearthed many African American
composers who are accessible via an internet search.
Further research should be done to examine the inclusionary practices of music
score publishing companies with respect to African American composers. Questions
involving the accessibility and promotion of African American vocal music should be
asked and explored. Engagement with the music of other minority composers should be
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examined as well to gain a more complete picture of inclusion in vocal music
programming in colleges and universities.
The time for action is now. A societal call is ringing out for more acceptance of
all races, religions, and creeds within the arts. This study is the first step in raising
awareness and a call for the inclusion of vocal music reflecting the full range of racial
backgrounds represented in society.
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